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Representing the Poor and Homeless:
Innovations in Advocacy
Tackling Homelessness Through Economic Self-Sufficiency
Susan R. Jones *
19 SAINT LOUIS UNIVERSITY PUBLIC LAW REVIEW 385 (2000)

Addressing the needs of homeless people is a formidable challenge because the causes of
homelessness are complex. The homeless population is diverse, no longer consisting of
primarily transient adult males. Homeless people include women, families with children,
the mentally ill, persons dependent on drugs and alcohol and the unemployed.
Homelessness is caused by the shortage of affordable housing, poverty, low wage work
insufficient to pay for basic living expenses, and the lack of services to help people
overcome personal challenges such as mental and physical health problems and alcohol
and substance abuse. 1
Statistics show that: 10.5 million renters compete for 6.1 million low-income housing
units; 4.4 million people lack an affordable place to live; at least 2.3 million Americans
(nearly one percent of the U.S. population) are likely to experience a period of
homelessness; 750,000 people are homeless on any given night; families with children
make up 37% of homeless Americans and they are the largest group of homeless in rural
areas; 14% of homeless people are veterans; 21% of homeless Americans are working;
14% are single women; and 63% have suffered domestic violence by a male partner. 2
Given these statistics and the depth of the problems, the unfettered market cannot be fully
relied on to deliver decent, safe and affordable housing to the poor without some form of
government assistance. While the need to create affordable housing is essential, scholars
stress the need to move away from the initial short-term shelter thrust of the
homelessness movement to a policy that combines housing, income and social services,
the three key elements in new policies for homeless people. Moreover, proponents of
strategies to end homelessness proffer that these elements must be combined with
efficient community organization principles, expanded resources, and empowerment as
well as strategic litigation. 3
This essay explores economic self-sufficiency through avenues such as microenterprise
development, 4 a rapidly growing and innovative strategy in advocacy for the poor,
homeless and other persons in need such as dislocated workers and domestic violence
survivors. It looks at innovative job training in the context of supportive housing and/or
supportive services, and public policy incentives such as tax credits to sustain
homelessness advocacy. To inform the daily work of lawyers representing homeless
people and their advocates, this essay also provides practical examples of economic selfsufficiency innovations and discusses current trends in philanthropy, which potentially
impact the viability of the programs cited and models like them. It concludes that
economic self-sufficiency strategy such as microenterprise development is as valuable for

homeless people as it is for others when coupled with housing and other supportive
services.
I. Is Microenterprise Development a Viable Tool for Homelessness
Advocacy?
Microenterprise development is a tool for homelessness advocacy that is part of a larger
menu of supportive services. The microenterprise industry, with its roots in housing and
women’s economic development, is a natural ally, supporter and contributor to
homelessness efforts. The first task, is locating housing but maintaining a home requires
income. The self-employment objective contemplated by the intersection of
microenterprise and homelessness advocacy is creating “a job of one’s own.” The reality
is there are not enough good paying jobs in the right locations for some workers,
particularly those with low skills. 5 The microenterprise development alternative may
work for only a small percentage of the overall homeless population but it is an important
tool because of its human capital potential. 6 Lawyers and homelessness advocates might
choose to emphasize the creation or expansion of programs working with a particular
sector of the homeless population, for example, youth, 7 domestic violence survivors,
dislocated workers or disabled homeless. 8
JOE’S STORY
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Joe is a 47-year old man who is a participant in Faith Ministry’s Building Assets
Microenterprise Group [Faith Ministry]. He is currently living in transitional housing
provided by Faith Ministry and participating in a fatherhood project designed to reunite
fathers and children. 10 During high school, Joe excelled in woodworking. After
graduating he became an apprentice with a well-known carpenter and house builder. He
was then drafted to serve in the Vietnam War. He married about ten years ago and has
two school age children. He is currently estranged from his family and has not lived with
them for the last two years. Joe abused alcohol for at least half of his life and found it
difficult to work for other people in the past because of his drinking and because he has
not had a permanent home. Now with the social service support he gets in transitional
housing, he wants to take up his old trade as a carpenter and start a handyman business.
He is now in an alcohol recovery program and is working with Faith Ministry to
determine whether he can start his own handyman business. At present, Joe is receiving
general public assistance and he is exploring use of his Veterans’ Administration
benefits. He is now in the tenth week of Faith Ministry’s program where he has learned
about marketing, accounting, legal requirements, and business regulations. A volunteer
lawyer has agreed to help him structure his business, assist him with getting the
appropriate business licenses, 11 and, along with the microenterprise program staff, help
him apply for a $1000 loan for tools and equipment and business start-up expenses. The
lawyer, also a Vietnam Veteran, has agreed to serve as Joe’s personal mentor. Joe is very
motivated by the idea of starting his own business. He attributes his current successessobriety, temporary housing, participating in a microenterprise program-to the possibility
that he can start something on his own and try to reunite with his family.
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II. A Brief Overview of Microenterprise Development
A microenterprise in the U.S. is often defined as a sole-proprietorship, partnership or
family business that has fewer than five employees, does not generally have access to the
commercial banking sector, can initially utilize a loan of less than $25,000 to start or
expand a business that usually grosses less than $250,000 per year. 12 The technical
assistance and loans are dispensed through more than 700 microenterprise development
programs in fifty states and the District of Columbia. 13 These programs often serve
targeted groups and regions such as persons moving from welfare to work, the physically
challenged, minorities, rural areas and Native American regions. Some microenterprise
programs developed from women’s economic development organizations and assist a
range of economic groups - from low wage workers to welfare recipients. Other programs
were created to expand the work of Community Action Agencies and Community
Development Corporations and respond to needs of low-income people. Today,
microenterprise development programs are operated as stand-alone programs or as part of
multipurpose organizations with purposes ranging from affordable housing creation and
retention, employment and training, women and minority development, economic
development and social services. 14
The U.S. microenterprise industry originated in the early 1980’s and is based on models
of micro credit in Latin America, Africa, Asia and other parts of the developing world.
One of the most famous and successful models is the Grameen Bank in Bangledesh,
which now lends over $6 million dollars a month to more than 690,000 members (92% of
whom are women) in 14,000 villages throughout Bangladesh. 15 A Hallmark of
international micro credit models is “peer” or “circle lending” in which loans made to a
group of three to five people are distributed through the group and secured by moral
collateral. A default by one person halts further lending to the group. Most U.S. programs
lend to individuals. Individual loans are usually for greater amounts of money than group
loans. 16 Microenterpreneurs also consist of repeat borrowers, first receiving very small
loans of $500 to $1000. After the initial loan is repaid, a new loan is “stepped up” to a
larger amount based on need and business growth. 17 Advocates of microenterprise
distinguish the U.S. industry from its international counterpart because American society
is not as homogeneous as other societies. The cultural and community norms for money
lending are different in the U.S. The legal, regulatory and tax requirements for
establishing a small business are often more onerous than in other parts of the world.

A. The Success of Microenterprise: Increasing Income for Poor People
Generally, the uses of microenterprise are broad, including full self-employment, income
patching 18 and job readiness. 19 Given this reality, the self-reflective microenteprise
industry is examining best practices in assisting diverse groups of microentrepreneurs.
A recent report from the Aspen Institute’s Self-Employment Learning Project (SELP)
tracked 403 low-income entrepreneurs from 1991 through 1997 and found that 72% of
low-income microenterpreneurs experienced gains in income; 53% had household
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income gains large enough to move them out of poverty; microentrepreneurs in the study
reduced their reliance on public assistance by 61%; and the business survival rate was
49%, comparable to national statistics for business success. The study also estimates,
based on statistics from the U.S. Small Business Administration, the U.S. Department of
Commerce and the U.S. Department of Labor, that while there are 2-3 million lowincome entrepreneurs, the industry has been able to serve only a small fraction of them. 20
Other studies focus on microenterprise service sectors such as refugees and immigrants,
and the use of microenterprise programs for TANF recipients and youth. 21 The viability
of self-employment as a component of services for exoffenders, many of whom have
difficulty finding employment, also deserves exploration. 22
Overall, the U.S. microenterprise industry boasts impressive statistics. There are three
hundred and forty-one microenterprise programs listed in the 1999 Directory of U.S.
Microenterprise Programs, 283 of these are practitioner programs, 23 which provide loans
and/or technical assistance to microentrepreneurs. In 1997, these practitioner agencies
served 57,125 individuals; 6,153 were borrowers and 50,972 were non-borrowers who
received training and technical assistance; 24,145 businesses were assisted in 1997 and of
these 10,791 were more than 12 months old while 7,054 were not operating businesses
when they came to the program; practitioner programs loaned $33,262,529 to
microenterpreneurs. Since these programs were established they have served a
cumulative total of 250,017 participants and disbursed more than $160 million in loans to
microentrepreneurs. 24
The success of microenterprise is also reflected in a strong membership association.
Since 1991, the industry has been represented by the Association for Enterprise
Opportunity (AEO), the only national member-based association dedicated to
microenterprise development. Representing the U.S. microenterprise agenda, AEO
provides members with a forum, information and a voice to promote enterprise
opportunity for people and communities with limited access to economic resources. 25
The industry has advocated for increased technical assistance in the form of grant
subsidies, business incubators and the development of sectoral markets or shared
networking clusters. 26

B. Pros and Cons of Microenterprise Development
Critics of microenterprise raise several concerns. They question whether microenterprise
is sound public policy given that the programs are expensive to maintain and there are
limited economic resources for social programs. Many microenterprise programs have
high overhead costs because of technical assistance and business training and are not selfsufficient. Even though interest rates are competitive, smaller loans are costly to
underwrite. Unlike their international counterparts, the U.S. regulatory, tax and legal
systems are complex, making it harder to establish a small business in America than in
many of the countries in which microenterprises flourish. Critics also argue that there is
only a small percentage of possible microenterpreneurs in the U.S. population. Unlike
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international microcredit models which sometimes charge high interest rates considered
usurious in the U.S. and which may be economically self-sufficient, it is unlikely that
many domestic microenterprise programs will be economically self-sufficient and may
always need some public subsidy. 27 As a result, many are concerned that microenterprise
is “oversold” and touted as the “answer to poverty alleviation.”
Homelessness advocates are especially uneasy about the tendency of welfare
departments, for example, to think that businesses such as childcare are a good route for
clients even though they often pay very low wages and may allow few chances for
escaping poverty. 28 Microenterprise is not “the answer to poverty” and blind reliance on
this anti-poverty option is likewise not the answer, yet the Aspen Institute study found
that 72% of low-income microentrepreneurs experienced income gains and 53% had
enough household income gain to move them out of poverty. 29
Microenterprise critics also levy a category of arguments, which has yet to find
evidentiary support in studies about microenterprise. These critics argue that
microbusinesses are more likely to fail than mainstream businesses because the owners
lack business experience or formal education; industry specific microbusinesses such as
child care and garment industry work, operated by those less able to protect themselves
may contribute to the oppression of the group; and caution that they may become
sweatshops. To the contrary, the Aspen Institute Study found that microenterprise
business survival rates of 49% were comparable to national statistics for business
survival. Moreover, it is arguable that the presence of technical assistance for
microentrepreneurs may help to combat sweatshop abuses, which can occur with small
businesses that do not have such support.
Other critics maintain it is “doubtful that microenterprise will increase the capacity for
well-being for welfare dependent persons.” 30 “Successful entrepreneurs and welfaredependent persons are statistically distinct groups. They have predictably different
personal situations and economic resources. These differences strongly suggest that selfemployment through small business may not be an appropriate antipoverty strategy for
welfare dependent persons.” 31
Some of these critics fail to recognize a more comprehensive understanding of the nature,
uses and benefits of microenterprise development. Microenterprise is not a panacea and
may not work for everyone, yet it is working for many who are serious and dedicated,
often as an income patching strategy for low-wage workers. 32 Sometimes people are able
to make viable businesses out of hobbies or special talents or interests such as sewing or
cooking. Self-employment does not depend on traditional educational credentials, allows
women with children who have child care concerns to work from home or makes
childcare more accessible by locating the workplace closer to child care. There are a
variety of service jobs in neighborhood commercial niches such as barber and beauty
shops, carpentry and lawn care. In a larger community economic development context,
neighborhood small businesses can provide long-term models of economic
enfranchisement for neighborhood residents. Self-employment has human capital
potential to generate income that far exceeds the minimum wage. It can help to break the
cycle of isolation, dependency and homelessness by providing economic literacy and
-5-

basic business skills and restore responsibility, dignity, self-esteem, initiative and other
personal assets such as leadership ability, personal and business confidence. 33 Indeed, a
number of microenterprise programs particularly those for welfare dependent persons
emphasize economic literacy as a key feature. 34
Another group of critics urges the microenterprise and legal communities to document
the human capital potential of microenterprise development. 35 Applying a feminist
critique of microenterprise development, Professor Lucie White observes that
microenterprise has been supported by poverty activists in clinical legal education:
“In the same way that some loan circles have produced far-reaching results, some legal
clinicians have set up exemplary programs for politically and socially empowering lowincome women through the vehicle of assisting them with micro-business planning. Yet,
the paths toward empowerment on which this strategy is premised are unclear. There are
very few well-documented examples of how the strategy can positively impact on the
economic forces that constrain low-income women’s economic opportunity, even when a
number of micro-businesses are clustered in a single neighborhood.” 36
As the next section demonstrates, with increased government support, publicity, program
evaluation and analysis of best practices, hopefully, the microenterprise industry will be
able to further document results in actual small business development including income
patching, assistance in job placement and sole income self-employment, and associated
benefits including economic literacy, empowerment and human capital development.

III. Federal, State and Public Funding Result in Increased Visibility
for Microenterprise Development
Notably since the inception of microenterprise development in the U.S. there have been
sixteen different federal programs supporting the microenterprise industry. 37 In the last
decade these programs have invested more than $300 million to advance
microenterpreneurship. 38 A recent manifestation of federal support for microenterprise is
the Program for Investment in Microentrepreneurs Act of 1999, also referred to as the
PRIME ACT, designed to build the institutional strength of microenterprise development
organizations so they can respond to the growing demand for training and technical
assistance among low-income entrepreneurs. The law authorizes a cumulative
appropriation level of $105 million over four years starting with an appropriation of $15
million in FY 2000. 39 Prime funds will be administered through the U.S. Small Business
Administration. They may be used by qualifying nonprofit organizations to provide
training and technical assistance to low-income and disadvantaged entrepreneurs
interested in starting their own businesses; to engage in capacity building activities of
microenterprise development programs and support research and development activities
aimed at identifying and promoting entrepreneurial training and technical assistance
programs to effectively serve low-income and disadvantaged entrepreneurs.
Another example of increased federal support to microenterprise development programs
is the new governmental agency, the Community Development Financial Institution
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(CDFI) Fund, created by the 1994 Community Development Banking Act. 40 CDFI, a part
of the U.S. Treasury Department, provides loans and grants to microenterprise programs
and is now in its fifth year of funding save. In an effort to maximize resources and
convey information about the microenterprise industry efficiently, there is a
Microenterprise Development Interagency Website to coordinate efforts throughout
federal government agencies. 41 Efforts to complement and strengthen microenterprise are
found in the Assets for Independence Demonstration Program at the U.S. Department of
Health and Human Services (HHS), part of the Human Services Reauthorization Act of
1998, which authorized a five-year, $125 million Individual Development Account (IDA)
demonstration program at HHS. This program has the potential to initiate 50,000 new
IDA accounts nationally. IDAs, which are similar to employer-employee retirement
savings, are leveraged savings accounts dedicated to high return investments in business
capitalization, home ownership or post secondary education. 42
According to the Corporation for Enterprise Development which “aims to incorporate
Individual Development Accounts and other asset-building tools for low-income people
into the policy infrastructure . . . “as of April 2000 all but two states reported IDA policy
or IDA-related activities. State support includes direct general funds appropriation, state
tax credits for contributors to IDA programs, Community Development Block Grant
Funds (CDBG) and TANF funds as well as partnerships with nonprofit organizations
using Assets for Independence Act (AFIA). 43
One federal program that has the ability to help some homeless people is the SelfEmployment Assistance (SEA) program of the U.S. Department of Labor which allows
eligible unemployment insurance claimants to collect benefits while starting a business.
Eleven states have enacted SEA legislation and eight states have implemented SEA
programs. 44 Similarly, the now defunct Job Training Partnership Act (JTPA)
Microenterprise Grant Program included a Microenterprise Grant Program and focused
on dislocated workers and the long term unemployed. 45 The JPTA has been superceded
by the Workforce Investment Act effective July 1, 2000 and advocates are studying how
this new law is actually working. 46
Policy experts have found that the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity
Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) of 1996 47 and the implementation of the state TANF
Program, allowed states broad discretion in many areas affecting microenterprise. This
discretion has made it easier for states to provide microenterprise training and support. 48
The use of TANF funds may be revisited in the 2002 Congressional reauthorization of the
program. Statewide funding for microenterprise is diverse including block grants from
the federal government, which flow through to states, such as CDBG funds from the U.S.
Department of Housing and Urban Development (HUD) and grants from city, county and
regional governments.
State level microenterprise activity has lead to the creation of state microenterprise
associations (SMAs), which have organized around common priorities - education,
advocacy, peer information sharing, public policy design and influence and capacity
building. SMAs also use small amounts of state funds to leverage larger amounts of
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federal funding. 49
Foundations and corporations such as Ford, Charles Stewart Mott and Levi Straus have
been critical to advancing microenterprise. Such support has also facilitated research on
best industry practices, described below.
In the last decade, there have been a number of efforts to increase the visibility of
microenterprise development. The first is the Presidential Awards for Microenterprise
Development. Started in 1996, this non-monetary award program was initiated to bring
wider attention to important successes in the domestic microenterprise industry. 50
Second, as part of a multipart collaboration with AEO several other projects were
initiated. These include, a documentary film, To Our Credit, the first two-part
comprehensive exploration of microcredit internationally and of the U.S. microenterprise
industry; 51 a research and development fund, The Microenterprise Fund for Innovation,
Effectiveness, Learning and Dissemination (FIELD), dedicated to the expansion and
sustainability of microenterprise development efforts, particularly those aimed at poor
Americans; and an American Bar Association sponsored publication, A Legal Guide to
Microenterprise Development, designed to encourage lawyers to provide pro bono legal
services to microentreprise development programs and their clients.

IV. The Future of Microenterprise
The Microenterprise Fund For Innovation, Effectiveness, Learning and Dissemination of
the Aspen Institute has found that “training and technical assistance are arguably the most
important components of microenterprise development services in the U.S. today,
particularly for low-income clients.” 52 It recently made five $100,000 grants to pursue
research to facilitate a better understanding of what constitutes effective services.
“FIELD’s goal in funding a cluster of grants on this subject was to identify and support
practitioner organizations interested in advancing the effectiveness of their business
training and technical assistance.” 53 Similarly, in response to industry concern that loan
demand in the U.S. has been much lower than expected, five organizations were granted
$100,000 each “[t]o identify tools that can help low-income entrepreneurs obtain the
capital they need to start or expand their businesses.” 54 To further chronicle
developments in the field, the Journal of Microfinance has been created to “help shape
and advance the microfinance movement by presenting articles on innovative approaches
in microfinance, lessons learned from the field, and essays that represent the broad
spectrum of views in the microfinance community.” 55

V. Innovations in Homelessness and Microenterprise Development
“Homeless people have trouble getting jobs and learning work skills. This program
provides self-esteem, places to work, and places to learn.” Mayor (of Toronto, Canada)
Mel Lastman. 56
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The Toronto Homeless Community Economic Development (CED) Project is a unique
collaboration between three levels of Canadian government (federal, provincial, and
municipal) and United Way of Greater Toronto. With a significant collective investment
of $1.1 million in the first year, leveraged by two donors to United Way, the Toronto
Homeless CED Project funds locally-run small projects that involve homeless people and
those at risk of being homeless in ventures designed to “build life and work skills,
develop self-esteem, and link them with viable community services and employment
opportunities. Examples of CED projects include: catering businesses for low-income
women, courier businesses, house painting ventures, dog walking services, and casual
labour job banks or craft businesses that allow people to sell their products.” 57
Recognizing that the key to fighting homelessness is working together and by linking
with the business sector, the Toronto Homeless CED Project “is aimed at helping people
who are not well-served by traditional employment assistance programs including
aboriginals, abused women, people with mental health issues, families with children,
people with disabilities, refugees and immigrants, single men, single parent families,
single women and youth.” 58
While the Toronto Homeless CED Project appears to be one of the best funded programs
of its type in North America, there are other efforts to support homeless people through
self-employment.
Some of the programs focus on women. The Coleman Foundation awarded a $25,000
grant to the University of Colorado at Denver’s Bard Center for Entrepreneurship
Development, which works with SafeHouse, a women’s shelter. A goal of the program is
to “give the women a business background to help them in their personal and professional
lives,” and to recognize that a home-based business could “help them with issues of
income and child care.” 59 Similarly, the Center for Women and Enterprise’s Community
Entrepreneurs Program (CEP) in Boston is an entrepreneurship training and education
program designed to prepare low-income women, some of whom are homeless, to start
their own businesses. 60 Programs such as CEP recognize that employment does not
guarantee self-sufficiency and that many “working poor live lives of even greater
deprivation because of greater limitations on public benefits they are eligible to
receive.” 61 Indeed, because of time limits on the 1996 welfare law, benefits available in
the past will no longer be available. Self-employment can be essential to supplement low
wage work and as CEP participants report, self-employment training results in greater
self-awareness and life enhancing skills. 62
Other programs focus on perceived growth occupations. The Salvation Army Woof
Program (Work Opportunities for Outstanding Futures), “provides low-income and noincome individuals with instruction in both dog training and business start-up in a ten
week training program.” 63 National Occupational Employment Statistics show that
animal care is expected to grow faster than the average of all occupations through the
year 2006. The program aims to open doors of independence by enabling people to
become professional trainers and build successful businesses. Professional trainers can
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help to address the problem of canine euthanasia by training dogs; 4 million canines are
euthanized each year. 64

VI. Job Training and Economic Self-Sufficiency for Homeless Persons
In addition to self-employment, microenterprise training is important to job training as
well. Indeed, a number of microenterprise programs are part of larger job-training
operations. While job-training programs for homeless persons are not new, the relevance,
quality and long-term benefits of some programs have been criticized. 65
As the next section demonstrates, foundations, practitioners and scholars, are attempting
to reconcile and examine the most effective ways to prepare and train disadvantaged job
seekers who have structural and personal barriers to employment with the realities of
matching low-skilled workers with low-skilled jobs. 66 This task requires knowledge of
the social service environment, innovation and creativity.

A. Sector Employment Intervention
Sectors of the legal services community, recognizing that its best efforts over three
decades have not reduced the need for legal services, have recently advocated a new
approach to complement litigation and other legal service delivery, called “sector
employment intervention” (SEI). SEI is a systematic approach, which “aims to capture
employment opportunities and resources beyond neighborhoods, where employers are
most often located.” 67 By targeting occupations within growing sectors of regional
economies and engaging in system reform of markets that have excluded minority
workers, SEI has become a CED vehicle to “connect residents of poor communities to
employment opportunities, livable wages and benefits, good working conditions, and
advancement opportunities.” 68 SEI is based on the premise that legal service providers
have key access to many institutions in the wider community including “lawyers, the
organized bar, law schools, government officials, religious leaders, business executives,
schools, hospitals, universities and others.” 69
To achieve the goal of job creation in the information-age economy, SEI requires
collaborative partnerships “among community-based organizations, industry employers,
and employment and training providers, thus integrating human services, economic
development, and workforce development strategies.” 70 SEI is also a model for lawyers
and legal advocates working with the homeless. The priority-setting model of SEI allows
for “focus groups of targeted populations including homeless residents of a transitional
housing facility . . . As much as they need housing, the homeless also need assistance in
obtaining and keeping good jobs. They need better day care for their children, better
public transportation and more support groups and advocates as they try to find and
maintain employment.” 71 Illustrative of the SEI approach, organizations such as the
National Economic Development and Law Center have linked child-care to economic
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development, leveraged financial and political resources for child-care and increased the
child care industry’s small business entrepreneurial capacity. 72

B. Supportive Housing and Integrated Support Services
The creation of supportive housing and other integrated supportive services is further
evidence of new initiatives in services for the poor and homeless. Our House, a
transitional-housing project in Little Rock, Arkansas, selected by the Bush
Administration as a “point of light” 73 is one example of an innovative program. Utilizing
a former nurses’ quarters at a Veteran’s Medical Center to provide transitional-housing to
homeless individuals and families, Our House has two job-training programs. The first
program provides training and experience with computer hardware and software such as
word processing programs and spreadsheets. The computer trainees are required to wear
business attire, learn how to interview and apply for a job. Business people conduct mock
job interviews, which are videotaped to provide feedback to the trainees. A number of the
business people conducting the interviews were so impressed with the trainees that they
offered them “real” employment on the spot. 74 The second program provides training and
experience with small appliance repair such as washers, dryers, toaster, refrigerators and
vacuums. The repaired items are given to formerly homeless people as they secure
transitional or permanent housing. The National Law Center on Homelessness and
Poverty helped Our House obtain the federal surplus property that houses the operation.
During the last nine years 87% of its graduates have been placed in jobs. 75

C. Back-to-the-Earth Gardening Programs and Side Jobs
Recognizing that homelessness and lack of job skills often go hand in hand, the Homeless
Garden Project’s (HGP) mission is to employ and train homeless people in Santa Cruz
County, California, within a community supported organic garden enterprise. The goals
of the project are to offer a supportive, meaningful work environment that encourages
self-esteem, responsibility and self-sufficiency, to provide a place for homeless people in
community and to practice principles of economic and ecological sustainability. The job
training and transitional employment are designed to help homeless people “acquire the
skills necessary to move in productive directions and lift themselves out of their homeless
or marginalized situation.” 76 Since 1990, the Homeless Garden Project has had a
permanent staff of seven and employment and training positions for 24 homeless workers
in an “organic garden and minifarm,” in a dried flower and candle making enterprise, and
in commercial produce and flower sales. The organic farm and mini-garden are supported
by Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) in which individuals and families invest as
shareholders in the garden by buying into a harvest each year at the beginning of the
growing season and receive weekly supplies of the produce. 77 This arrangement produces
capital to maintain the organic garden and minifarm.
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The Woman’s Organic Flower Enterprise (WOFE), which is part of HGP, produces
wreaths, dried flower arrangements from organic flowers and herbs grown in the garden
and hand-dipped beeswax candles. While producing a hand-crafted gift line for
wholesale, retail sale and internet purchase, the organic garden and workshop provide a
“nurturing space where women feel safe, where healing takes place and where women
learn to help themselves.” 78 In addition, commercial produce and flower sales (not
distributed though CSA) are offered to local restaurants, health food stores and other
retail shops. Another activity of the HGP is the Side Job Program, which provides
opportunities for local residents to hire Project workers for landscaping, yard work,
hauling and similar jobs. 79 Thirty-six percent of the Homeless Garden Project’s $200,000
annual budget comes from its business activities. 80

D. Culinary Arts
Consistent with the goal of creating good jobs with a future, D.C. Central Kitchen created
a Culinary Arts Training Program and Fresh Start, a catering, bakery, and contract food
services business. Homeless, unemployed and TANF recipients receive valuable training
while the catering service acts as a graduate school for the students in the job-training
program. Relying on community and business partnerships, D.C. Central Kitchen boasts
a 91% after-graduation job placement rate. 81
McMurphy’s Grill in St. Louis Missouri is a nonprofit three-to-six month training
program for homeless people, persons at risk of being homeless and people with mental
health problems. Now in its tenth year of operation, McMurphy’s teaches work ethics and
assists trainees with money management and savings so they can locate a place to live.
All of the trainees have case managers. McMurphy’s Celebrity Chef Program exposes
trainees to local chefs who announce job opportunities, and who provide monthly
cooking demonstrations and success strategies.

E. Public Private-Partnerships to Abolish Homelessness
1. Café Habitat
Massachusetts is a leader in homelessness advocacy. In northwestern Massachusetts
where there is a large homeless population, social services for the homeless have focused
on obtaining housing and mental health services, but assistance for economic self
sufficiency or job training was lacking. Café Habitat, a for profit organic coffee business,
was started in 1995 by formerly homeless people and shelter workers from the Grove
Street Shelter. Initially, the business hosted fund-raising events to explore options for
economic development for homeless people. With the assistance of business mentor Dean
Cycon, a former corporate lawyer and owner of Dean’s Organic Coffee, Café Habitat
incorporated in 1996. Like its mentor, Café Habitat buys coffee from independent coffee
growers in Latin America. Undaunted by skeptics who thought that Café Habitat would
not be able to secure HUD funding, through the Innovation Economic Initiatives
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Program, Café Habitat, with its fiscal agent, 82 Service Net, a nonprofit organization,
received a three-year $400,000 grant from HUD to create a first of its kind Small
Business Incubator Project. Now in its fourth year of funding, Café Habitat has trained
well over 100 homeless people. 83
2. Miami-Dade County Homeless Trust
In Dade County, Florida, business and social service groups joined forces and lobbied the
state to allow the county to create a 1 percent homeless tax on all large restaurants that
serve liquor. This has produced nearly $6.5 million a year for the new Miami-Dade
County Homeless Trust. 84 The Trust, created in 1993, was no doubt encouraged by the
court’s ruling in Pottinger v. Miami. 85 At the time of the lawsuit, there were only 700
shelter spaces for 6,000 homeless persons. Based on these facts, the court held that the
city’s policy of arresting homeless people for sleeping in public places where the city
could not provide shelter, violated of the Equal Protection Clause, the Due Process
Clause and the Eighth Amendment right to travel. 86
The mission of the Miami-Dade County Homeless Trust is to “oversee the
implementation of the Miami-Dade County Community Homeless Plan, to collect and
disperse public funding in this regard and to contract with the private sector . . . to create
a true public private partnership.” 87 The creation of the trust and a public/private
partnership in Miami has by no means eliminated the problems of homelessness in
Miami-Dade County, but it is theoretically a model and a step in the right direction. The
trust has brought together a diverse group of people to implement the goals of the MiamiDade County Community Homeless Plan. 88 The private dollars leverage and attract
federal money. Since 1993 the county has received $38 million in food and beverage
funding and $25 million in private sector funding. It has been selected as one of six U.S.
HUD model cities initiative grantees (for a 1995 award of $15 million over three years),
it was also selected as a U.S. HUD Best Practice Program for its Community Homeless
Plan. 89 Miami-Dade County highlights receiving over $81.7 million in federal funding,
$1.4 million in state funding and $1.2 million in local funding since 1993. 90
The Miami-Dade Homeless Trust in Florida and Café Habitat in Massachusetts provide a
theoretical model for what can be accomplished through collaboration with the small
business community. The model can be developed by examining and expanding
economic self-sufficiency opportunities for homeless people under the umbrella of
supportive services.

VII. The Information Age, New Technologies and Homelessness Advocacy
As noted earlier, there is an overlap between microenterprise development and jobtraining and public-private partnerships as evidenced by the new field of “remote access
staffing.” Remote access staffing refers to accessing products and services from a distant
location. Cyber Agents are phone operators/customer service representatives working
from home who handle e-commerce and other sales transactions. They receive calls from
customers for goods and services and process the orders. Willow’s Cybercenter Networks
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allows businesses to direct calls to a Cyber Agent who owns a computer, pays for a basic
two-week training course, and monthly telcom charges. 91 Several Florida counties are
using Workforce Investment Act funding to pay for the Cyber Agent training. 92 Working
Capital Florida Partners for Self-Employment, Inc. provides individual loans of $5002,000 each for persons who have completed Cyber Agent training to purchase computer
equipment. 93 Working Capital Florida Partners for Self-Employment, through eleven
outreach offices in four counties, offers individual loans for Willow Network Cyber
Agents. 94 Willow, a leader in the remote staffing company field, was recognized by the
Presidential Task Force on Employment of Adults with Disabilities as one of the top job
opportunities in the country for disabled people. 95
Unless the Cyber Agent training is paid for or subsidized, it would appear difficult for
homeless persons to access this type of program unless it is in the context of supportive
housing. While this type of program “job-training for self-employment” is intriguing, it
demands further investigation and study.
Similarly, the Abilities Fund, “the first and only nationwide community developer and
financial lending institution targeted exclusively to advancing entrepreneurial
opportunities to Americans with disabilities,” proposes to combine CDFI and private
funds to invest $10 million in existing microenterprise networks for disabled
entrepreneurs. 96
The Nebraska Microenterprise Development Partnership Fund, with the support of Union
Bank, is developing a 6-month computer-training program. Participants can earn bonus
points for completing training, which can be used to lease computers and printers to start
small businesses. It is anticipated that between 1999 and 2002, the program will aid 77
low-income people in establishing small businesses. 97

VIII. Social Entrepreneurism, Social Purpose Businesses, and Homeless Economic
Development
Some of the aforementioned innovations, such as the Homeless Garden Project, are part
of an emerging field of social entrepreneurism, “a provocative blend of social,
philanthropic and business values” 98 which is an integration of social work, community
economic development and business development in the creation of social purpose
businesses. The National Center for Social Entrepreneurs defines the term broadly. Social
entrepreneurship is using smarter business and marketing practices to generate more
revenue to fuel mission-related activities. On the enterprise spectrum, social
entrepreneurship is somewhere between purely philanthropic and purely commercial. 99
A subset of this phenomenon is homeless economic development. The Roberts
Foundation has been at the forefront of this work. In 1990 it established the Homeless
Economic Development Fund to support the work of “New Social Entrepreneurs” and
explore the potential for nonprofit enterprise creation. The philosophical underpinnings
of this movement are that people are not “serviced out of poverty.” 100 The ability to exit
from poverty is governed by employment, asset accumulation and wealth creation. A
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final report on the experience of the San Francisco Homeless Women’s Economic
Development Project indicated that “while only a few women were able to start full-time
businesses that provide enough income to support them, a large proportion were
successful in setting up small scale enterprises that provide supplemental income to their
full-or part-time jobs. Regardless of their self-employment status, almost all of the
participants experience significant increase in their annual household income.” 101 Given
this reality a recommendation for future projects is to offer economic development tracks
such a job training and job placement along with supportive services, child care and
transportation subdsidies. 102
A number of innovative programs have been funded by The Roberts Fund, such as the
San Francisco Homeless Women’s Economic Development Project and Asian
Neighborhood Design (AND). AND is a nonprofit organization that “provides permanent
and transitional jobs including work experience for persons who face multiple barriers to
employment.” Areas of training include carpentry, cabinetmaking, computer-aided design
and drafting, plumbing, computer machine operation and related fields. 103
The current shift in the nonprofit sector is influenced by several factors: the advent of
devolution in which federal funding for a myriad of social, educational and other
programs is being transferred to the states; the rise of social entrepreneurism described
above; outsourcing inspired by the reinventing government movements; for-profit
competition in acquisitions, mergers, and alliances; outcome performance (measuring
impact or results); and the evolving practice of venture philanthropy described in the next
section. 104

A. Social Venture Philanthropy, the Changing Nature of Charitable Giving and the
Impact on Funding for Homelessness Advocacy 105
Social Venture Philanthropy (SVP) is a new paradigm in charitable giving influenced by
venture capital. SVP is driven by new donors who are turning their attention to charitable
issues now that they have acquired substantial wealth. The SVP model often allows for
longer term investments (3-5 years) in nonprofit organizations which are monitored and
evaluated for progress, management and expansion capabilities, eliminating the need for
nonprofit groups to reapply, yearly in some cases, for grant funds. SVP models choose
organizations led by social entrepreneurs, nonprofit leaders who combine social
philanthropic and business values. 106
The private efforts of wealthy Americans complement the work of government. 73% of
Americans gave to charity last year. In 1999, charitable gifts totaled $190 billion. One
survey found that 90 percent of business owners contribute to charity. 107 America,
claiming to be the richest, strongest and smartest nation on earth produces more
millionaires and billionaires than any other country. The multimillionaires of the
booming technology industries are changing the way philanthropy is approached.
Researchers refer to the “golden era of philanthropy.” A number of foundations are
analyzing “the nonprofit capital market.” 108 The theory is that investments in nonprofits
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are still capital investments seeking social and economic, not purely financial returns.
This analysis requires that nonprofit capital investments be managed with due diligence
and strategic thinking applied in the for-profit world. Although government funding of
nonprofit groups will remain at the forefront, government spending has slowed
considerably and there are many more cutbacks projected. 109 The nonprofit capital
market will also shift considerably in the future--the wealth creation of the past 15 years
from Baby Boomers’ inheritances is projected to exceed $1 trillion in the next twenty
years. 110 This new trend in venture philanthropy, using the aggressive venture capital
methods that created the new wealth, means that nonprofit organizations working with
homeless people will have to consider entrepreneurial approaches to sustainability. “This
new breed of philanthropist scrutinizes each charitable cause like a potential business
investment, seeking maximum return in terms of social impact--for example, by counting
the number of children taught to read or the number inoculated against malaria.” 111
Critics of SVP say that not all problems can be solved with commercial approaches. 112
Some believe that the characteristics of venture philanthropy--measurable and resultoriented giving--are already being employed by many donors. 113 Others caution that the
outcome measure driven nature of SVP may thwart the learning process and nonprofit
groups’ willingness to openly discuss and share lessons learned. These concepts of
strategic philanthropy, outcome funding, engaged grant making and grant making for
effective organizations are gaining increased attention as many social actors believe that
the approaches of the past have not resulted in the sought after impact or change.
One example of an outcome driven model is Seattle Children’s Home’s call for
businesses and nonprofit groups to work toward the goal of no children living on the
streets of Seattle by 2005. The board of directors of the Seattle Children’s Home
designed a continuum of care, “a new model based upon private investment where the
kids would get well, stay well and become successful adults. It would be a model where
the dollars would follow the kids. But, it had to be a business plan and not a social
commentary, for it would need to attract not just donations but investments,” 114 To
accomplish this goal, the Seattle Children’s Home coordinates support from family,
educators, social workers, clinicians, physicians and others. The building blocks of the
continuum of care model are comprehensive assessment services, parent advocacy,
enriched case management, strategic alliances of service providers and outcome
accountability. Children and families work together in multi-systems to establish and
achieve mutually agreed goals. 115 And homelessness advocates could benefit from further
study of the Seattle Children’s Home and similar programs.

B. A Critical Role for Lawyers and Legal Advocates
Lawyers are needed to interpret the legal issues in the new philanthropy and to lobby for
legislative and policy changes that support the abolition of homelessness. 116
Transactional counsel is needed in corporate, tax, contracts and intellectual property
matters such as examining joint venture relationships between a nonprofit and its for
profit collaborators. Legal counsel is also needed to protect a homeless advocacy
organization’s intellectual property rights in publications, trademarks and logos. As one
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scholar notes, “Legal counsel face a daunting task when asked to advise section 501(c)(3)
tax exempt entities. . . as to what economic development activity involving for profit
entity is charitable. 117 Scholars suggest that internal revenue law reforms are needed in
the areas such as unrelated business income tax in order for nonprofit organizations to be
engaged in successful economic development and job creation endeavors. 118
Similarly, lawyers are needed to address legal issues associated with the Workforce
Investment Act of 1998 (WIA) which took effect July 1, 2000 and which repeals and
replaces the Job Training Partnership Act (JTPA). 119 WIA establishes a new national
framework for low-income and other people seeking employment. Legal services
attorneys urge the importance of advocacy efforts on WIA mandated state and local
implementation. One example of advocacy is focused on formation of the state and local
workforce investment boards. 120 Once low-income and other workers secure
employment, legal services advocates can protect their employment rights. 121
The faith-based policy initiative of the George W. Bush administration may also spur the
need for legal interpretation. This new initiative, designed to make federal programs more
friendly to faith-based organizations, has generated considerable discussion at the start of
the new administration. 122
Conclusion
This essay focuses on policies and innovations in income creation for homeless people.
Integrated approaches to homelessness prevention and policies that combine housing,
income and social services are essential for the abolition of homelessness.
Microenterprise development, innovative job training and strategic partnerships with the
business community, will advance the goal of eliminating homelessness. Some of the
programs described herein are new. While the jury is still out on the efficacy of some,
these programs seem to represent innovations that value the humanity, human capital,
individuality, social and economic needs of homeless people and they deserve further
study in best practices. At the same time, they reflect the current trends toward economic
self-sufficiency in the American policy rhetoric.
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